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ABSTRACT ^ ' 

A coeparative-historical perspective was used in 
analyxlag the readabilities of three newspapers and tl^ree aagaxines. 
A total of 270 100-word sasples were collected froi the Chicago 
•Tribmie,«« the N^j^lork "Tiaes," the Hesphis "Cossefcial Appeal^" 
♦•Cosaopolitan,* *«]rp|antic Monthly," and "Harper's weekly." All these 
■edia were published during the three sampled tlse periods— 190M, 
1933, and 1965. The Plesch readability foraula showed that the three 
newspapers were significantly less readable than the lagazines across 
all tise periods. The readability of the aaga sines corresponded to a 
level at. which so se high school education would be needed to 
understand thefpaterial. No significant differences between aagazines 
were found across tise periods: Newspapers, however, were tound to 
vary between sasple periods: they were sore difficult to read in 19 33 
than in 190U or 1965. The newspaper readability levelsr corresponded 
to a "diffic»lt«« classification on the Pleach scale, with estiaates 
that soB^ college would be necessary to understand the^a^terlal. The 
findings indicated that the newspaper is as readable today as it was 
in 190«», although the coaplexity of the language used has increased. 
IRL) 
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For years, editors and publishers have dlsap;reed about 
why ^various media- continue to lose circulation and others' 

expand and develop.. From th^ late iS^O's until tire 1900's the 

/ 

prowth oT tha newspaper as the nation's qnly mass medium 
seemed*to keep pace with Increases in . population but with the 
sudden popularity of the mapazine in the early . 1900 ' s , radio 
in the 1920 's, .and television in the l^te 19^10 's the ratio of 
newspapers per' household has continued to drop and since 1970 
av^rared less than one sub&cription per household. Maga-" ^ 
zlnes, On the other hand., "have become a. "phenomena of the 20th 
centary" 'as they' have become ^ore specialized and have aimed, 
themselves at demof^raphically-^imilar target audierrces.^ There 
seems to be an ever ^widening gap between population increases 
and the number of individuals in the 21-6.ll grotjp who util^-ze 

any type of the ^rint media. ^ * * f) 

Obviously, competition by the various medlaXf or • thereon- 
sumer's attention, Increased production and circulation costs, 
economic conditions, postal regulations, and even newsprint 
shortages have had their effect, but one area which could account 

in part, for decreases but w^hich has had little pmplrlcal atte<i- 

" - / ■ • ■ 
tioh is the area of me ssage'\co;is truest ion — ►its readability — to 

) 

se^if its construction Is in a form' that can be consumed and 
unders^tood by a majority of the- potential readel:s. . '• 



Traditionally, researchers conoerned with medium read^- 

abillty have focused on risader interest or derrrofrraphlc variables 

In attempts to explain why tnedJa aren't read. Rarely have -they 

I i - ■ - 

examined structural make-up and resulting -"readlnp; difficulty" 

of news Items. In fac^^, a 1976 report by "the American .Newspaper 

Publlshersj^ssoclatlon^ Indicates that only 15 of "i<69 readability 

studies have addressed t^ie structural components of news Items. ■ 

. Assuming that, readers aire less likely to attend to 

Ifems written In a style that Is difficult to comprehend, this 

study is designed to look at the readability q/ magazines versus 

that of newspapers In a comparative-historical perspective— to 

see If they are more readable today than In the past or vlce- 



versa. > 



' , A number of sociologist^ and communlcologlst s have exam- . 

4ned the. variable of readability and Its relationship to the 

publics' Acceptability of news items. Researchers have looked 

at the Inverted pyramid versus the narrative style of reporting 

news events, the effects of typography and. layout , differences 

7 

'in the writing styles of newspapermen and' authors, the compara- 

8 

tlvp readability of news-paper? over time, and a look at Jour- 
nalistic versus 'Xlterary styles in 1933.^ 

\ - Only four studies have ma'de a comparative analyses of 
media readability or looked at media readability in a time - 
context ; ' * . t 

\ * - '10 ' • * 

A,l\933 study by Marjorie Pisk compared the readability 

of ■ Journalistic writing and literary English writing for the' 

year 1933. Though she did not use any type of readability 
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formula, she concluded 'that theV^e was*llttle difference, overall, 
between the readability of Journalistic ^ And. literary materials.* 
In a hlist6rlcal comparlnon of tyle -readabi Mty of "ror.pon- 
8lve" and "titaljlc" ncwspf^i^ers slncp Stevensom found that 

the. readability of responsive ( sense/ lonal ) paupers had declined 
since the days of yellow Journallsn/ while th^ readability of 
stable (conservative) papers had ijliproved . 

* A third study by Sears and/Bourland In 1970 examined • 

literary works of Journalists and non-Journalists (prominent 
American authors with and wlth-c/jt Journalistic backgrounds) 
concludlnp; they "possess the th^-ee qualltl-fes upon which rhe- 
torlclans have always Insisted clearness , force and beauty. ""^^ 
Powler, In a 1978 study! combined the attributes of these 

r * 

studies IntQ one and compared ,bhe readability of newspapers and 
bestr-selllng novels during sln^llar time periods and noted that • 

N l' 

"the comparative readability df the newspaper front pages was 
far below that of sampled be^t-selling novels published In the 
same time periods. ""^^ , . • ' . 

This study wishes to extend that study and compare the 
readability of newspapers and magazilnes during similar time- 
periods and view-, their relatlon'Ships . ^ 

More s^ecirtLcally, this 3tudy asks: Has* the comparative 
readability of newspapers 'and their style paralleled that of 

i 

piagazines during the.20^h century or has the magazine, like that 
of the bfest-selling novel, been easier fo,r the Ameri(jan reader 
to digest and understand? ' ** 
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METHODOLOGY ' 



The sampling procedures and techniques used Irt' this . 
study were similar to those employed In the 197^ newspaper/ 
best-selling novel study. 

The study period consisted of three one-year periods 
sele£ited^ randomly from the periods 1895-19]^^ 1930rl9'l5, and ' 
I96O-I975 They were 19,0^1, a year representing the yellow 
Journalism period ^ period examined by Stevenson; 1933, a 

period mldxway between the yellow Journalism period and the 
present and similar to the sample gathered by Flsk; and r965, 
a year representative of the eria fpllowlng ,i:he advent of tele-' 
vision^ ' 

-Xj^ewspap^ers and ^tiapazlnes were purposlvely selected 
because of the:^r avallajDlllty . The three newspapers were the 
Chicago-Tr ibune , »the New York Times , and the Memphis Commercial 
^PPeal and the three' magazines were Cosmopolitan , Atlantic 
Monthl y , and Harper's Weekly . All media, were published during 
the three sampled time periods. 

A total of 270 100-word sample^»were analyzed. Magazines 
and r^ewspapers were each represented by' 135 randomly selected ' 
100-word passages; '15 samples per time period. Five 100-word 
samples were taken from the front page* of thfhe issues of 
each newspaper anql from three editions of each magazine for each 
of the three Sfimple years. Photo cutlines ancl items less than 
^ 100 words were eliminated if selected. Readability was based 
on the revised Plesch r'eadabi'Uty formula"'-'* v^hlch titillzed ' 



\ 
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nvex*t\C(^ sentoncfj lon^^-^^ nnd averaco nuniber^br syllables per 100 
words to compute readability scoi^es.. , ^ 

Meansj wer^ computexl for the three newspapers and the 
three mafr.azlnes for each time perloci and a separate mean was 
computed Ton the entire cntepory at each date. T t^sta were 

A • 

'""used to compare sfafnple means^ and the p ^ )05 -alpha level'^was 

t l 
1 fl cance . ' 

Coder reliability was obtained by having an Independent 
-coder re-cod,e ^7 randomly selected passages (10 per cent of the 
study data) . Pearson product-moment fcorrelatlons between the 
aiithor and the coder were found to be greater than -95 ^or 
number of syllai^les per 100 words, average sentence length, 
and for the resultant Flesch readability scores. Using the t 
statistic, all were found t6 be s-ignificant beyond the p ^.01 
alpha* level- 

FINDINGS - . . 

I The resultant readability scores for the three sample . 

newspapers were found to g^lgnlf leant ly lower than those for/ 
inar;azlne<L acrof3s all; time periods ( see Table '1 ) . 

The overall mean for magazines across time periods of 
58.80 corresponds to what Flesch terms "fairly difficult" 
reading \a score' of 60 would place the material Into a "standard 
olasslf Icatlon) — a level at which some high schooling woi^ld be 
needed to understand that level of writing. No signifies 
differences were found between magazines scores acro'^ time . 
periods. *^ , ' 
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• TABLi: 1 



riosch Kea'dflbi l.i ty Scores for' I^ewspapers and Magazines by Ycjar 



Time Period 



1933 



19GS 



Mdgazi nes 
S8 . S6' 
S-9 . ? 0 
S a . 6 M 



Ncjwsjvi^)e rs 
M7 . 00 
3 7.38, 
'4 M . 0 0 



- »♦ . 0 8 
-7. 

-5.83 



. 000 
. 000 

. oqo 



(N = 2 70; MS per group) 

NOT!:: the >»ir,her the readabirity score tlie easier the 
rndterial is to -read. 



Newspapers, however , jwere found to vary significantly 
l^etween sample ' periods . Newspapers were significantly more 
difficult to read in 1933 thar) in 190'l (t = 2.08, p = .0^7) 
but then somewhat easier to^, read in 1965 as compared to 1933 
(t^" 2.3^1, p = .D22). Readabi,lity scores for the years' 190^ 
~-_..and 1965 were somewhat comparable. Readability levels corr-es- 

* * . ■ 

ponding to t'he 37 to ^7 Plesh valued received by newspapers 

/ , . * ■ 

• are tJermed "difficult". Altho.ugh it is debatable whether the 

1 . , ' 

resultant reading levels are equivalent at these three time 
perlpdr. ,.Flesch -estimates that some college would be necessary 
» tofanders^^nad m^tVial wrltt&n at this diffi'culty level. 

^ No significaht differences were found between the three 
newspapers ajt any of the time periods. 

* 

As vfith readability,' the average number of syllables per 
100 words and the average sentence length for newspapers and' 
magazines, were found to differ slgniMcarvBl:^ for all three time 
period^ (see Tables 2 and 3), 




. TABLE 2 ♦ 
Average* Wumbcr of Syllab}eB Per 100 Words 
for Magazines and NdWspdpcrs by Year 



i'ime Period 


Magazines 




' T-t(?.st 


. P 




' — 1MU..-9 3 


■ IBM . 91 


• 3.96 


. oocy 


.193 3 


l'4f).0 7 ■ 


^ 166 . 56 


7 . U 3 


. 000 


1 9 G S 


m? , 71 


167.78 


7 . 1 oy^ 


.000 



(N = 270 ; Hh per gj^oup) 



TABLE 3 

Avera/ge Sentence Lcaigth in Number of Wqrds ^ 

J 

for zincs and jfiewspapers by/Year 

Tirne Per iod Map, a zincs Newspapers T- tes t 



190'» ?5.UU . ?8.M7> 1.914 .05 

1933 23. C9 2 8,. 8^. ' 3.70 .000 

19BS * 22 . 8 9 2I,.82 ^ -. 87 . 385 



(N = group) 



\ ■ 

For newspapers, the average number of syllables per 100 
worjls increased significantly from 15^.91 to 166. 56 (t « ^.3^, 
p « .000) betweeti 1904 and 1933 but leve^led off In 1965 • The 
average number of, woj'ds per sentence^ was found to >h^ry little 
•between 1904 and 1933 but decreased s^^gnlflcantly (t «?^7^^ 

p ■ .000') by. seven, words per feentepce' in 1965. 

» * . ' ■ 

Nonsignificant differences were found in the average 



number of syllables per 100 woi?ds or in the average number of 
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words per sentence for mapiazlnos durlnp; the throe sample periods. 
'Somewhat like newspapers thouph , the averap-.e number of syllables 
per 100 words Increased sHpihtly between lOO'l and 1965 while 
avoraRe Sentence length in Er\imber of words decreased for the 
same period. 

It was also noted that althour.h there was not a slgnlfl- 
cant difference between the averap;e number of words per sentence . 
for newspapers and magazines In 19^5, the average number of 
syllables per 100 words for newspapers was slp;nlf leant ly ^reatei^ 
than that for magazines (167-78 to 1^17.71) and thu^? the more 
difficult the material. 



\ 



CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

™ . ^-^ 4 

In general, one finds that while the readability of the 
magazine has remained fairly constant durlnp; the 190^1, 1933 , 
and 1965 time periods, the readability of newspapers has chanp;ed. 
In both 1904 and 1965 the newspaper was somewhat easier to read 

than In 1933 evQ,n though that level, according to Flesch, Is 

\ 

significantly more difficult to understand than the level attained 
by magazines. . ' 

One might explain the differences in newspaper Readability 
by the types of reporting and/or audience-awareness during the 
particular time periods sampled. Readability levels would 
seemingly be simple and easy durinf^ the yellow Journalism era 
when sensationalism was aimed at mass audiences but why the 
newspaper was more difficult in the 1930 's when times were hard 
.and audiences and their income would be greatly appreciated is 
unclear. * • , 
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- Concentrat.lona qV hard nows on the fro^it pap-es of the ' 
sample newspapers could have contributed to the" differences In 
reading difficulty. Smaller dlfferen'ces mlgh't have occurrec 
had lnslde-par;e , material (featury or soft news) be'e^n" .compart d 
.but the purF>o5c of th;ls 'study was to examine the newspaper's 
front par;e — th^ cover which first catches the readers' atter tlon 

Magazines, unlike newspapers , "consistently attained 
10th grade readability- level and did not* vary significantly In 

- ■ • . 

.either average sentence length or In average pumber of syllables 

per lao words— both functions of the 'readability score. It 

appears that both media have taken steps (though not necessarily 

Intentionally) to simplify their wrl-tlrtg ^y decreasing sentence' 

• r 
lengths, but the Increase In ihultl-syllable words, parti c^arlV- 

• on the part, of newspapers, has partly, negated those efforts.^ 

It Is .possible that an Increase In Ja'nguage compiexity and a 

• ^ ' \ * 

need for precision has occurred since the early 1969's and those 

' ■ . . ^ ' • \ .-N ■ 

efforts now require more complex terminology. • ' \ ' V 

At a time when students are reportedly being graduated.'' 

from high school unable to read or write and when media ^e^ifdlng 

is decreasing by. the year, news|5^pers . and magazines alike Wiould" 

take a closer look at readability and its relationship to^diV- 

culation and mass acceptance. It is recognized that magazihe \ 

and newspaper groups have' instituted programs to Introduce ^tuAentS 

to the media in education but they have, not necessarily made\thd 

media accessible to them— readability wise — when they then 'exWmi\ie 

the media on their ovij outside of class. Attempts ^must be maqe \ 

to Insure that when interes|b is kindled that the student can 
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''access the mevjia for further detail -and underst^and or at least 
be able to read what Information It contains. 

One cannot -say that readability Is ^the only means of 
Increaslnp; circulation- or thfit a more readable ( easier )• It em 
could cause people to read It. The industry musV , however, 
contemplate the consequences of produclnp; products that larpie 
segments of the population find difficult to use and understand. 
It. Is possible that there Is a point of •dlminishlnr; returns where 
hlp;h readability Is bad and where! tlie newspaper or magazine 'is » 
viewed as talking down to its audience? The i^du^try has 
apparent ly^^not' tried to isolate such a common denominatpr. 

Althoup;h no attempt was made to classify sampled niaterlals 
into content types, a more srccurate picture of this situation 
might be- seen if the present study were replicated using news- 
type magazines (i.e.. Time or Ne^wsweek) to see if in fact * • , 
magazines and newspapers differ in the, presentation or readability 

» 

of similar-types^ of content matter. 

The findings of this study, indicate that the newspaper 
Is as readable today -as it was . in 190^1 although the complexity 
of the language it uses has Increased. The magazine, on the 
.other hand, like the novel Is significantly more readable th'an 
that of sampled newspapers published in the same time periods.' 
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